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During the last week in June, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) released
just over 300 prisoners, bringing the total released in the past month to more than 350. The releases
have been one of the few successes in the slow-moving peace talks that began when President
Andres Pastrana removed the military from a 42,000-sq km area of southern Colombia in November
1998 to start the peace process. But many political, business, and church leaders are questioning
whether Pastrana can accomplish in the year he has left in office what he has not achieved in three a
peace accord with the FARC rebels.
In an agreement signed June 2, the rebels agreed to release several dozen captured military and
police in exchange for 15 rebels held in government prisons (see NotiSur, 2001-06-08). But the FARC,
which had nearly 500 soldiers and police officers in custody, released many more in what it called
a "unilateral peace gesture." The process began June 5, when the FARC turned over four police to
government officials.
It continued on June 16 with an exchange of another 55 military for 14 rebels, all of them ill. The
FARC freed another 242 captured police and military on June 28 in the town of La Macarena within
the FARC-controlled demilitarized zone in southern Colombia. The soldiers, many held nearly four
years in rebel camps, were released to peace commissioner Camilo Gomez and members of the
International Red Cross (Comite Internacional de la Cruz Roja, CICR). Government transport planes
then flew them to the Tolemaida air base near Melgar, 100 km southeast of Bogota.
During the following weekend, another 63, in several groups, were freed in Antioquia province in
northeastern Colombia. They were taken to a military base near Medellin. In all, 364 police and
soldiers were released, but another 42 are still being held. The FARC proposed exchanging them
for some of the hundreds of jailed guerrillas, but the government rejected any possibility of such an
exchange. The FARC has responded to the government's refusal to exchange prisoners with massive
attacks on various prisons to rescue jailed rebels.
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan welcomed the release, but remained concerned "by the
increasing violence affecting the civilian population and by threats that fighting could spread further
into urban areas," a UN spokesperson said. Annan "hopes that the release of imprisoned troops will
be a step toward greater confidence and concrete agreements in ongoing peace talks between the
government of Colombia and the FARC."

Pastrana threatens war, offers peace
Pastrana welcomed the soldiers at Tolemaida. He had turned down the FARC's invitation to attend
the ceremony at La Macarena. Pastrana told those gathered to welcome the released prisoners that
the armed forces and police were ready to defeat the guerrillas militarily. "We are not going to
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retreat," said Pastrana. "We are prepared to confront you with the military and police strengthened,
well-trained, and armed as never before to defeat you and end this long conflict." At the same time,
the president called on FARC commander Manuel "Tirofijo" Manulanda Velez to move forward
with the talks (Mesa Nacional de Dialogo y Negociacion). "We must quickly reach agreements on
the points of the agenda and on reducing the conflict, especially kidnappings," said Pastrana.
To date, the talks have not progressed past discussing the first point of the 12-point agenda
agreed upon by the government and the FARC. That issue is unemployment, which, along with
underemployment, affects 30% of Colombia's 40 million citizens and which has risen even while
the talks have gone on. The violence has also created 1.5 million internally displaced people, while
another 6 million have left the country.

FARC threatens war, calls for shared governing
Some political experts said the FARC's action was a strategy to maximize publicity and further its
own agenda. Besides the public relations benefit, the release frees up resources used to maintain
the prisoners. Whatever public relations gains the rebels made with the release were offset by their
threats to continue kidnappings and to take the war to the cities.
Senior FARC commander Jorge "Mono Jojoy" Briceno said the FARC plans a new kidnap campaign,
targeting lawmakers, judges, and government ministers to use as bargaining chips to secure the
release of rebels from prisons. "We have to grab people from the Senate, from Congress, judges and
ministers, from all three branches of government, and we'll see how they squeal," said Briceno. A
few days later, the FARC suggested it share in governing beginning in August 2002.
The proposal was raised first by Briceno and repeated by FARC spokesperson Raul Reyes. Reyes
said a shared "government of national reconstruction" would be "a pluralistic, patriotic, and
democratic government, where the most varied social, economic, and even business sectors could
participate." "
With the magnitude of the political and institutional crisis in Colombia, the alternative is to reach
economic and political agreements in the Mesa Nacional de Dialogo that lead to a government
of national reconciliation and reconstruction," said a FARC statement. The government has not
responded, but the statements set off a national debate between those calling for more efforts to
defeat the guerrillas militarily and those who favor still more concessions to find a stable peace and
facilitate economic recovery.
Advisor calls for constituent assembly In another effort to accelerate the peace process, a member
of the Comision de Notables, formed two months ago as an advisory group to the peace process,
proposed a cease-fire, the convocation of a constituent assembly, and a plebiscite to ratify the
assembly's decisions. "A bilateral cease-fire for a precise time would help the process of dialogue
and negotiation continue without the sound of guns or the smell of gunpowder," said Alberto
Pinzon, a member of the committee.
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The bilateral cease-fire would imply that "the military stay in their barracks and the guerrillas
in their camps," said Pinzon. But the proposal did not include a way to end the kidnapping and
extortion, which the government considers essential for any cease-fire. In an Asamblea Nacional
Constituyente, delegates from the government and from the guerrillas would debate the 12-point
agenda and incorporate into a constitution the reforms they agreed on, said Pinzon. The results
would then be ratified by referendum.
Pastrana, on July 4, said the 1991 Constitution needs to be updated to conform to agreements yet to
be reached in the peace talks. Release not a sure step to peace Many experts and politicians warned
that the release of prisoners was not necessarily a step toward peace, noting that the days preceding
the release saw bold rebel attacks and threats of future military actions, including in the cities. They
pointed out that the government has not been able to convince the rebels to agree to a cease-fire in
more than two years of negotiations.
"All of this signifies much in humanitarian terms, but unfortunately no promise that peace and
reconciliation will advance," said Noemi Sanin, a leading presidential candidate and former
government minister. "If it did, it would be accompanied by other gestures. The way it is happening
now is always accompanied by other threats." "All the actors in the conflict are arming: the state, the
guerrillas of the left, and the paramilitaries of the right. Colombia is on the road toward increased
violence and armed confrontation," said historian Gonzalo Sanchez.
Even as Pastrana pushes peace, the state is preparing for intensified conflict. Military spending has
gone from US$499 million in 1980 to more than US$3 billion in 2001, which does not include the US
$1.3 billion approved by the US Congress for Plan Colombia, said investigator Libardo Sarmiento.
Sarmiento said also fueling the war machine in Colombia are the businesses that profit from war.
The helicopter plants in the US alone are guaranteed more than US$600 million through Plan
Colombia.
Private US companies, often run by former military, that supply the contract mercenaries for Plan
Colombia also stand to make millions from the war. While the war machine continues to gear up,
most politicians, analysts, and historians say the only alternative to the seemingly unstoppable
escalation of the conflict is to support the peace process, even amid the ongoing violence. Most of
the prospective successors to Pastrana favor a more hard-line approach in the peace process and,
with only a year left, time is running out for the Pastrana model.
"The war is going to move to the cities and only when we understand the need to negotiate peace
will we find the way out. It will not be the beginning of the end, rather the beginning, perhaps,
of the way out," said independent lawmaker Antonio Navarro Wolf, former commander of the
Movimiento 19 de Abril (M-19) guerrilla group that was active in the 1980s.

-- End --
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